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Reports of the death of direct mail have been greatly exaggerated, and Bob Bly proves it in this powerful new book, The Direct Mail Revolution. With email response rates dropping like rocks, postal mail is poised for a major comeback. Bly’s book—which could be called “Direct Mail 2.0”—serves as both a superb primer for those who’ve never managed a direct-mail campaign before and an excellent refresher for those who have.


—RICHARD ARMSTRONG, DIRECT-MAIL COPYWRITER


Marketers are starting to realize that digital marketing is not the end-all solution for direct marketing. Bob’s new book arrives just in time. It’s a vital resource that helps organizations improve their ROI when implementing direct-mail promotions to clients and prospects.


—MICHAEL BORKAN, CEO OF TALON MAILING AND MARKETING


The Direct Mail Revolution is a treasure trove of easy-to-follow how-to advice on direct mail and digital marketing tricks of the trade. Both novices and professionals alike can boost their income from the proven direct-mail campaigns, valuable checklists, and sales funnels alone. Must read!


—ANDREW S. LINICK, PH.D., THE MARKETING COPYOLOGIST® AND FOUNDER OF THE COPYWRITER’S COUNCIL OF AMERICA™


Of all the books I’ve read in 50 years of being in the mail order business, Bob’s new book is one of the best I’ve ever read!


—GEOFFREY FELDMAN, MDG MARKETING SERVICES, LLC


Bob is a first-rate copywriter and direct marketing strategist. I would recommend this book to anyone who either wants to brush up on their direct-mail marketing or get involved in this proven marketing channel to grow their business.


—BRUCE BROWNING, PRESIDENT OF OLLEYMAY MEDIA
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Introduction


THE NEW DIRECT-MAIL REVOLUTION


[image: image]


When email marketing began around 1978, email’s low cost (essentially free), ease of sending (just click a button), speed of transmission (almost instant), and superior response rates made many marketers think direct mail (DM) had become obsolete. But the use of marketing tactics is usually cyclical. Today, email open and click-through rates have declined. Thanks to spam filters and firewalls, email deliverability has dropped dramatically. Worse, people are bombarded with so many emails that they have their finger poised over the delete key as they go through their inbox. And they fear viruses, malware, phishing schemes, and other online scams. As a result, direct mail has made a dramatic comeback.


POWERFUL EVIDENCE OF DIRECT MAIL’S COMEBACK


Did you know that direct-mail response rates took a tremendous leap in 2017? According to the Direct Marketing Association’s (DMA) 2017 “Response Rate Report,” direct mail offered a 5.1 percent response to house lists (the marketer’s customers and prospects) and a 2.9 percent response to rented lists across all DM formats. (In comparison, the response rate for all digital channels combined in 2017 was 2 percent.)1 In 2015, the response rates from house and outside lists were 3.7 percent and 1.0 percent respectively, and in 2010 were 3.4 percent and 1.4 percent.


Another reason for the rebirth of direct mail is that, despite the rising costs of paper, postage, and mailing lists, direct mail generates a tremendous return on investment (ROI). On average, U.S. advertisers spend $167 per customer on direct mail annually to sell $2,095 worth of goods per buyer.


Even more important, in the decade from 2006 to 2016, the total volume of mail handled by the U.S. Postal Service (USPS) fell 27.7 percent. With less mail competing for the consumer’s attention, your direct-mail piece has a better chance of being noticed, read, and responded to. Need more convincing? Check out these facts:


[image: Image]  А 2017 DMA report says that direct mail continues to provide the best response rate of any marketing channel; for example, a #10 DM package mailed to a house file had an average response rate of 4.37 percent.


[image: Image]  The Winterberry Group, a marketing consulting firm, says that 29 percent of marketers’ media budgets is still spent on direct mail.


[image: Image]  In 2013, U.S. companies sent out a staggering 80 billion pieces of direct mail, which stood out against the reduced volume of “regular” mail.


[image: Image]  More than 80 percent of local small businesses use direct mail to reach their customers.


[image: Image]  Branded products on average get a 1,300 percent ROI from direct mail.2


[image: Image]  Direct-mail packages generate 78 percent of all donations made to nonprofits.


[image: Image]  More than 40 percent of recipients scan or read the direct-mail pieces they get.


[image: Image]  Eighty-five percent of consumers will open a piece of mail if it catches their attention.


[image: Image]  Consumers are 22 percent more likely to purchase products promoted via direct mail than they are products advertised through email.3


These statistics demonstrate that direct mail is making a huge comeback in the multichannel marketing world.


WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK


Clearly, there are good reasons to add direct mail as an arrow in your marketing quiver. But in this digital era, a growing number of marketing professionals have no idea how to conduct a successful direct-mail campaign. That’s the ever-widening knowledge gap that The Direct Mail Revolution aims to close so you too can profit from this revitalized marketing channel.


The Direct Mail Revolution is organized in four parts with a total of 17 chapters:


[image: Image]  Part I gives you a high-level overview of what direct mail is, how it works, and how to plan profitable DM programs.


[image: Image]  Part II gives you all the important elements needed to create successful direct mail including offers, lists, copy, graphics, production, and testing.


[image: Image]  Part III introduces you to the different types of direct-mail elements and formats including sales letters, brochures, reply elements, self-mailers, and postcards.


[image: Image]  Part IV shows you how to integrate direct mail with the web and covers landing pages, content marketing, email, and integrated multichannel marketing campaigns.


[image: Image]  The appendices also have useful resources for producing direct mailings, from mailing list brokers and printers to letter shops and graphic designers. Throughout the book, you’ll find tables, charts, and checklists to help you plan and execute winning DM campaigns.


After reading this book, you’ll have a newfound confidence in the power of direct-mail marketing—as well as the knowledge you need to generate unprecedented response rates, leads, sales, and profits with your own mailings.


WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK


Some marketers are already using direct mail but want to improve their response rates—or perhaps they’re thinking about trying a direct-mail campaign but aren’t sure how to go about it. If you have picked up this book, you probably fall into one of the following categories:


[image: Image]  Fortune 1000 companies. Chief marketing officers, marketing managers, product managers, and brand managers at billion-dollar corporations. These large corporations have big marketing budgets. In 2014, the top 200 advertisers in the U.S. collectively spent $137.8 billion on marketing.


[image: Image]  Small-to-midsize businesses (SMBs). A small business is usually defined as an organization with less than $50 million in annual revenue. A midsize enterprise is an organization that makes more than $50 million but less than $1 billion in annual revenue.4 There are 28 million small businesses in the United States.5


[image: Image]  Independent contractors. Solopreneurs, service businesses, freelancers, consultants, independent contractors, and other self-employed professionals. These people often need advice on direct mail but may not be able to hire a professional. This book can help them do their own direct-mail campaign on a shoestring. According to the Small Business and Entrepreneurial Council, nearly nine out of ten U.S. companies have fewer than 20 workers.


[image: Image] Marketing services professionals. Digital agencies, traditional ad agencies, PR firms, graphic design studios, printers, consultants, and other marketers have clients who may want direct-mail promotions as part of the mix.


ABOUT THE DM SAMPLES IN THIS BOOK


Throughout the book, you’ll find numerous direct-mail examples. You may notice that a number of them are not new but are classic exemplars of tried-and-true direct-mail techniques. I’m deliberately including these for your reference for several reasons.


First, while the usage of direct mail today is making a comeback, the quality of many of today’s mailers (certainly not all) is often subpar. That’s because in the digital age, many marketers simply do not have the knowledge or experience to create winning DM packages—a problem this book was written to correct.


Also, without access to the response rates generated by these new DM pieces, we do not know how well they worked—or whether they worked at all. And who wants to emulate a direct-mail package that bombed?


Years ago, more marketing professionals had experience in creating direct mail. As a result, their mailings were, to be frank, much better on average than the average DM packages produced today. I have reprinted a lot of classic examples because they better illustrate what makes direct mail work.


Some I created myself, and for many others, I knew the marketers who produced them. Therefore I have been privy to the response data and know for a fact that they worked and were profitable. I can confidently hold them up as examples of winning DM promotions.


Also, while marketing methods evolve, the core of direct-mail marketing is human psychology. As Claude Hopkins noted in his classic book, Scientific Advertising, human psychology has not changed in ten centuries. Therefore, the direct-mail principles illustrated in the mailings I show and discuss in this book are as relevant and effective today as they were years or even decades ago. How do I know this? Because these same direct-mail techniques continue to get good results across demographic categories—even with Millennials.


PRINT IS FAR FROM DEAD, EVEN AMONG MILLENNIALS


Millennials are the largest group of business-to-business (B2B) customers: A 2014 Google report showed that of all potential buyers who researched B2B products, 46 percent were categorized as Millennials, a 19 percent uptick from 2012. Those numbers have continued to grow in the past few years. Today, Millennials make the majority of purchasing decisions at work (73 percent, to be exact), with 34 percent acting as the sole decisionmakers for corporate purchases. They also make up the bulk of consumer purchase decision-makers, being a fourth of the total population with a combined $200 billion in annual buying power. In short, this group has massive purchasing influence—and they use it.


With so much marketing migrating from offline to online channels, some marketers believe Millennials are more receptive to digital content and marketing than to print. But there is plenty of evidence to the contrary. For instance, a 2015 article in The Washington Post reports that according to a 2014 survey, 87 percent of college textbooks purchased were print editions, vs. only 9 percent for ebooks and 4 percent for books from file-sharing sites. Despite the perception that we have migrated to a digital age, half the $197 billion U.S. ad market is still offline.


Millennials are still influenced by direct mail, in some cases favoring it over other communication or marketing channels:


[image: Image]  75 percent of Millennials find value in the mail they get in their mailbox.


[image: Image]  92 percent are persuaded to make a purchase decision based on direct mail as opposed to 78 percent who are persuaded to purchase thanks to an email.


[image: Image]  90 percent would rather receive promotional items in the mail as opposed to their email inbox.


[image: Image]  63 percent of responders to direct mail within the past three months actually made a purchase.


[image: Image]  An overwhelming 82 percent of Millennials read direct mail they get from retail brands. Those surveyed who also enjoy looking through catalogs they get in the mail total 54 percent.


[image: Image]  49 percent of Millennials use print coupons at retail stores, with three out of four making use of grocery inserts found in direct mail or the newspaper.


So if you thought direct mail was only for the post-AARP crowd, think again.


WHY OUR BRAINS PREFER INK-ON-PAPER MARKETING


Why hasn’t digital advertising killed off print? According to a study conducted by the Centre for Experimental Consumer Psychology at Bangor University, the physicality of print creates an emotional connection for those who handle it. Ink on paper makes a deeper impression in the brain than something nonphysical, like a digital message. The study used magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) to chart how respondents’ brains reacted to print content vs. digital or virtual copy. The results showed a higher rate of brain stimulation for those reading content on paper; our brains perceive physical material to be more genuine.


Researchers at Temple University also used MRI measurements of brain activity to study consumers’ responses to advertising. Their 2015 study found that people recalled the content of print ads better than digital ads and had more emotional responses to print content, which resulted in buying decisions. Cynthia Mascone, editor-in-chief of Chemical Engineering Progress, wrote in her editorial “Print Is Not Dead” that these emotional responses make for easier recall when making purchase decisions and “triggered activity in the area of the brain … associated with a higher perceived value and desirability of the advertised product or service, which can signal a greater intent to purchase.”


YES, YOU CAN DO DIRECT MAIL


So in the digital age, an ink-on-paper sales letter or direct-mail package your customers can hold in their hands really distinguishes you from the digital-only marketers sending their messages solely via email.


Many marketers avoid direct mail because they are afraid it’s too difficult, cumbersome, costly, time-consuming, or confusing. Others would like to try direct mail but don’t know where to start.


With this book in hand, you won’t be one of the clueless—or the fearful. Instead, with confidence, you’ll create powerful direct-mail campaigns that trounce the competition, get noticed beyond the glut of emails clogging up the prospect’s inbox, and generate more interest, readership, responses, leads, and sales.


Higher response rates. More leads and sales. Marketing results that knock your socks off. What more could any marketer ask for?





1 https://www.iwco.com/blog/2017/07/25/2017-dma-response-rate-report/


2 http://www.ez24x7.com/blog/25-direct-marketing-statistics-prove-direct-mail-works/


3 https://www.iwco.com/blog/2017/07/25/2017-dma-response-rate-report/


4 https://www.gartner.com/it-glossary/smbs-small-and-midsize-businesses


5 https://townsquared.com/ts/resources/small-business-united-states-numbers/




PART I


DIRECT-MAIL PLANNING AND STRATEGY


[image: Image]


Pre-mailing planning is the key to maximizing direct-mail response and ROI. Yet too many marketers do little or no planning, invariably to their detriment. Proper planning is the foundation of creating high-response direct mail.




Chapter 1


GETTING STARTED IN DIRECT MAIL


[image: Image]


I’ve been writing direct mail steadily since the beginning of my career as a freelance copywriter in the early 1980s—and I love it. Like many Americans, I look forward to getting the mail every day and seeing what surprises and even treasures await. The legendary speaker Dottie Walters called direct mail “the free marketing university in your mailbox.”


As it happens, your self-education in direct mail should logically start with this “mailbox university” and should follow these three simple principles:


  1.  Study. Always study your “junk mail.” Every day. Read it both as a consumer who is a potential buyer of the product and as a marketer looking to learn the techniques the mailers are using to generate leads and sales.


  2.  Save. Whenever you come across a mail piece that gets your attention, save it in a swipe file. A swipe file is a collection of sample direct-mail pieces you use for reference, information, inspiration, and ideas—and to keep tabs on what your competition is doing.


  3.  Pay attention. Pay particular attention to mailings you get multiple times, and the more times you get them, the closer you should look. Why? Because these mailings are actually making money for the marketers. Direct mail is expensive, so if the mailings weren’t profitable, they would not be sent out repeatedly. Mark with a red X all swipe file samples you have received two or more times to identify them as winning mailings.




[image: Image] TIP


You should also become a direct-mail buyer. Start responding to more of the direct-mail packages you receive. Buy the product. Doing so will get your name on more mailing lists and multiply the volume of direct mail you get, study, and store in your swipe file, greatly accelerating your DM education.





THE DIRECT-MAIL RENAISSANCE


As I stated in the introduction, we are currently experiencing the rebirth of direct mail. Suddenly, marketing isn’t just electrons anymore. It’s also ink on paper again.


There are three major factors that have triggered the new bull market in direct mail:


  1.  Digital overload. Electronic marketing often works very well. But many market segments are so bombarded with digital communications that they are becoming increasingly numb to it. According to the International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) website, “We’re living in a revolution … the internet has enabled anyone with a keyboard to speak up, and suddenly, everyone is, creating a maelstrom of spam, noise, and hype.” This noise is amplified by social media. According to market research firm The Radicati Group, in 2015 there were more than 205 billion emails sent and received daily worldwide—that’s about 7 million emails in the time it took you to read this sentence (about 30 seconds). The average office worker got 121 emails a day.


  2.  Decline in post office deliveries. Usage of the U.S. Postal Service (USPS) has declined. The USPS reports that from 1995 to 2013, the volume of first-class mail in the United States dropped by 61 percent. That’s good news for direct-mail marketers. As direct-mail writer Paul Bringe once observed, “When the feed is scarce, the chickens will scratch at anything.” With less clutter in the consumer’s mailbox, your mailing stands out more. And the lower volume has resulted in significantly higher response rates.


  3.  It works. Digital marketers have discovered that, rather than being outmoded, direct mail is yet another arrow in their quiver of traffic-generating marketing methods. In Part IV, we’ll learn the best practices for integrating direct mail into a multichannel marketing program. The result: a synergy that makes both direct mail and digital marketing more effective.


SO WHAT EXACTLY IS “DIRECT MAIL”?


Direct mail is unsolicited paper advertising or promotional material (that is, material the recipient has not requested) sent to an individual or company through the mail. It is usually sent via the USPS, though some is sent via alternative methods, such as FedEx or United Parcel Service (UPS). Marketing consultant Shell Alpert once designed a direct-mail promotion that was delivered to prospects by carrier pigeons.


Direct mail seeking new customers is sent to rented mailing lists, containing the names and addresses of people your company has not done business with before. This is called “acquisition mail” because it is used to acquire new customers.


The purpose of an acquisition mailing is to turn strangers into first-time customers by getting them to order one of your products. For instance, if you get a mail order catalog from a company you have never bought from before, it is an acquisition mailing.


Alternatively, you can use the mailing to generate a lead rather than a direct sale and then follow up to convert the prospect into a customer.


Direct mail is one example of a type of marketing called either direct response or direct marketing: that is, any type of advertising that seeks some sort of reply from the recipient. The reply is usually sent to the marketer (you) by the consumer via mail, phone, fax, an online form, email, or text. Don’t dismiss the fax machine as a reply option. Many businesses, especially doctors, still use them every day.


Other types of direct marketing include:


[image: Image]  Telemarketing, most commonly cold calls to rented prospect lists


[image: Image]  Half-hour infomercials as well as two-minute direct-response TV (DRTV) commercials giving a toll-free 800 number or URL for ordering; for example, those long, late-night TV commercials that sell steak knives, diet products, exercise machines, or get-rich-in-real-estate home-study programs are all examples of DRTV


[image: Image]  Radio commercials asking the listener to call a toll-free phone number, which is usually repeated three times or more


[image: Image]  Magazine and newspaper ads containing reply coupons, toll-free numbers, or URLs you can use to request information, order a product, or send for a sample


[image: Image]  Email marketing that drives you to a web page where you can download a free white paper or order a product with your credit card or PayPal


[image: Image]  Google ads, banner ads, and other online ads that hyperlink to a web page where you can make an inquiry or place an order


[image: Image]  Any other marketing that invites you to reply directly, either to request something free or order a product or service


“Everything I do is direct response,” Howard Ruff, publisher of the financial advice newsletter Ruff Times, once said. “How can you measure how well you are doing if you don’t use direct response?”


Along with acquiring new customers and leads by mailing to rented lists, organizations also send direct mail to existing customers to get additional orders, a list known as the “house file.”


Although often seen as less glamorous than acquisition mailings, customer mailings can actually be more profitable. First, mailings to house files tend to be less elaborate and expensive than cold mailings to rented lists, because the customers already know you and your products, so less education is required. And because you are mailing to your own database, there is no list rental fee involved.


Second, existing customers are five to ten times more likely to respond and order than prospects from rented lists. Roughly 60 to 80 percent of your business is derived from your current customer base, while 20 to 40 percent comes from new customers.


WHO USES DIRECT-MAIL MARKETING?


Traditionally, direct marketers have sold products to consumers through the mail, eliminating the retailer, distributor, and middleman. But today, direct-marketing techniques are also used to support sales reps, agents, and distributors, and in some cases to get products onto the shelves in stores (or to get people to come into stores or showrooms to buy the products).


One early direct marketer was Richard Sears of Sears, Roebuck, and Company fame. He originally worked in a train station; and in 1886, Mr. Sears began writing letters to sell pocket watches to station masters at other train stations. In 1893, he founded Sears, which grew to become one of the nation’s leading mail-order catalog houses.


Lester Wunderman, chairman of Wunderman, Ricotta & Kline, a New York City advertising agency, came up with the term direct marketing in 1967. Prior to that, it was called mail order.


Actually, mail order is a specialized form of direct marketing. In mail order, also called one-step direct marketing, the customer orders the product directly from the ad, letter, catalog, circular, commercial, or whatever. In two-step direct marketing, also known as lead generation, the initial ad or mailer generates an inquiry or request for more information; the sale is made after follow-up with additional promotional materials or sales calls from telemarketers or sales staff.


Direct mail is also sometimes referred to as junk mail, but many direct-marketing professionals consider the term an insult and take great offense when you call their work “junk mail.”


According to direct-mail industry expert Gene Del Polito, the term junk mail was developed by the newspaper industry in the 1950s to belittle direct mail—which was competing with newspapers for valuable ad dollars.


In response to a negative New York Times article on advertising mail, Del Polito observed in a 1994 letter to the editor, “The Times does not explain why an ad for a fast-food chain or a supermarket supplement carried in a newspaper is OK but the very same ad sent through the mail is ‘junk.’”


However, everyone uses the term “junk mail” all the time, and I suspect the average person doesn’t really know what direct marketing or direct response is—nor do they care. But, as a marketer, you probably should.


The book you are reading will teach you what direct mail is and how to use it to boost your sales—whatever business you’re in and whether you use it as a stand-alone promotion or integrate it into a multichannel marketing campaign. And, as you’ll soon find, its advantages are numerous.


ADVANTAGES OF DIRECT MAIL


Despite rumors to the contrary, the internet has not killed direct mail. As you read in the introduction, even today, direct mail is a widely used and fast-growing area of marketing. Consider these facts:


[image: Image]  More than 80 percent of consumers at least give a quick read to the direct mail they get in their mailbox.


[image: Image]  Seven out of ten Americans say that physical mail is “more personal” than email.


[image: Image]  A 2017 study by Royal Mail MarketReach found 87 percent of people surveyed consider direct mail “believable.”


[image: Image]  Direct-mail response rates have increased on average 14 percent since 2008, while email response rates have dropped 57 percent during that same period.


[image: Image]  Sixty-seven percent of online brand searches are made in response to a printed piece, such as a direct-mail package or other paper-and-ink promotion.


Obviously, direct mail is just one of the many weapons in your advertising arsenal, especially in the digital age. So you may ask, “Why spend money on direct mail? With that money, I could run Google pay-per-click (PPC) ads, create a YouTube channel, call prospects on the phone, hire a salesperson or search engine marketing specialist, write a blog post, or fund a social media campaign.”


The answer is that direct mail has a number of unique characteristics that make it the ideal choice in many marketing situations. The rest of this section explores these characteristics in detail.


Direct Mail Can Reach Prospects That Online Marketing Sometimes Can’t


There are more than 60,000 postal mailing lists commercially available for rental; even more important, direct-mail lists typically contain a lot of data about the prospects on the list and allow you to select names by various criteria—for instance, people who have credit cards, enter sweepstakes, live on a farm, earn six-figure incomes, or own luxury cars. Email lists typically don’t offer the same degree of selectivity. Also, many mailing lists contain the names of proven mail order buyers, making them highly responsive to direct-marketing offers.


Direct Mail Is Response-Driven


Although it can do many things, direct mail is primarily a response medium. Few other offline advertising techniques can match direct mail when it comes to generating immediate replies in volume. If you want people to renew their insurance policies, visit your trade-show booth, request a demo of your new software, send for a free brochure, order some flowers for their anniversary, subscribe to your publication, or buy your multivitamin, direct mail is a good bet for you.


Direct Mail Can Pay For Itself—Quickly


No other form of offline advertising can give you such a rapid return on your investment. This is especially true with lead-generating B2B direct mail, where the size of individual orders is larger than in consumer mail order. A single sale can sometimes cover the cost of the entire mailing. For instance, a mailer I wrote to promote an MRI machine only sold one unit. But the product cost $700,000, and the entire cost of the mailing to 2,000 prospects was less than $5,000, giving the manufacturer an ROI of 140 to 1.


And in mail-order sales, a package that is profitable—that is, one that generates $1.50 to $2 or more in revenue for every $1 spent—is literally a money-generating machine. You simply keep mailing to more names on more lists and keep collecting the money until sales fall off and the piece stops being profitable.


The Response to Direct Mail Can Be Measured—Scientifically and Precisely


When you run an ad, do you know how successful it will be? If your goal is to build an image for your brand, how can you measure whether a particular ad or series of ads has changed the public’s image of you, let alone how it has changed or how this may translate into higher sales? If your goal is to create brand awareness, how can you find out how many people are now familiar with your brand and what they think about it—and again, whether this change in perception has generated enough revenue to cover the cost of the advertising?


In direct mail, simply by counting the orders or inquiries that come in from a mailing, you know whether it was profitable. For example, let’s say you send direct-mail pieces to 2,000 prospects. Your cost, including postage, rented mailing lists, and printing, is $0.70 per package for a total mailing cost of $1,400.


The mailing generates 40 leads. Therefore, your cost per lead is $35, and your response rate is 2 percent. With follow-up, you persuade eight of these prospects to buy your product. Your conversion rate is 8 out of 40 leads—or 20 percent—and your cost per sale is $175.


The product sells for $1,000 per unit. Eight units sold gives you revenue of $8,000 for the mailing. You would have had to generate $1,400 in sales for the mailing just to break even, but at $8,000 in sales, you have earned more than five and a half times break-even … a successful promotion by any standard.


Direct Mail Stands Out


In a world overloaded with digital marketing, direct mail can really stand out. Prospects often pay more attention to paper and even greater attention to envelopes, especially ones that contain objects such as books, coins, product samples, seeds, and other items.


Direct Mail Can Be Tested


When a major automobile manufacturer, airline, or fast-food chain begins a new advertising campaign, they are already committed, having spent hundreds of thousands or millions of dollars to create and run newspaper inserts, magazine ads, and TV and radio commercials—with no real clue as to whether the campaign will be effective and the money well-spent.


As you will see, you can effectively test a direct-mail piece by mailing only a few thousand or even a few hundred pieces at a cost ranging from hundreds of dollars to a few thousand. If the mailing is successful, you can do a larger run secure in the knowledge that your investment will pay off handsomely.


On the other hand, if the test mailing is a flop, at least you haven’t spent much time, effort, or money. Your losses are minimal. You haven’t blown your yearly ad budget, taken out a second mortgage on your home, or dipped into retirement or college funds.


And if the mailing is so-so—neither a clear success nor an obvious failure? You proceed cautiously, refining the piece and testing variations until you hit on a promotion that generates an acceptable profit in a small test. Once you prove the mailing is a winner, only then do you invest substantially in its production and distribution.


Direct Mail Can Be Rolled Out with Confidence


Once a direct-mail campaign has proved successful in a small test, it can be rolled out rapidly and easily, meaning you mail more pieces to more names and more lists—testing the performance of each list before renting names in volume.


The initial work is in the creation, testing, and refinement of the piece. This aspect of direct mail is as labor-intensive as any other form of marketing—and more so than some (for example, creating a direct-mail piece is more complex and time-consuming than creating a newspaper insert, email, or blog post). But once the piece is developed, rolling out is simply a matter of printing more mailers, ordering the lists, and tracking the results. It doesn’t require the ongoing efforts that trade-show marketing, seminar marketing, telemarketing, in-person selling, and many other forms of promotion do.


If you create a mailing piece that is a big success, you can just sit back and collect the cash—sometimes for months or even years. However, experienced direct marketers continually refine and test different mailings to generate even more profitable results. Also, virtually all direct-mail pieces, even the most successful, eventually see a drop-off in responses, so new packages must be tested and a winner found to take the old mailer’s place when it finally wears out.


Direct Mail Is Selective


“Effective advertising is that which reaches, at the lowest possible cost, the most people who can and will buy what you have to sell,” said Herschell Gordon Lewis, a successful direct-mail writer, author, and teacher. With direct mail, you can send your message straight to your best prospects and customers without wasting money advertising to people who are not potential buyers.


For example, a printer in New Jersey who specializes in restaurant menus wants to target restaurant owners and managers in the New York–New Jersey area. What’s the best way to reach them? If they run ads in one of New Jersey’s business magazines, they are wasting their ad dollars on the 99.9 percent of subscribers who are not in the restaurant business. If they advertise in national restaurant trade journals, they are also wasting money because only a small percentage of the magazine’s subscribers are located in their area.


But by using direct mail, the printer can selectively send their advertising message to people who own or manage restaurants in New York and New Jersey only. Thus, direct mail—not print advertising—is the printer’s best bet for reaching the greatest number of qualified prospects at the lowest possible cost.


As a rule of thumb, if you are selling to a mass market with hundreds of thousands or millions of prospects, space advertising (magazine and newspaper ads) and broadcast advertising are the most cost-effective form of promotion, at least offline. The cost of contact is just pennies per person, and because so many of the readers and viewers are potential customers, there is little wasted circulation.


If you are selling to an extremely small and narrow market, with perhaps only a few hundred customers, why spend your money and creativity on advertising or mailing? Just call them on the phone, visit them in person, or both. The market is small enough that you can manage that.


But if you are selling to a midsize market, with thousands or tens of thousands of prospects, or one that is a subsegment of a larger market (for example, you are selling to radiologists as opposed to all medical doctors), direct mail is often the best way to reach them. The market is large enough to justify the time and effort spent developing and producing the mailing, which may be the marketing channel of choice if there is no trade magazine or newsletter in which to run ads.


Direct Mail Lets You Speak Directly to Your Prospect’s Needs and Concerns


Because you can be highly selective about who receives your mailer, it can be quite specific about how your product or service relates to the prospect’s needs. Instead of making broad statements about product features, as general advertising tends to do, you can focus on the specific problems, requirements, and desires of your target market and then show how your product addresses these issues.


For example, a company in Maryland sells filtration equipment used in various industries. Although the filters work essentially the same way wherever they are used, the benefits they deliver are different in each industry. In pharmaceutical manufacturing, the filters contribute to drug purity, ensuring patients don’t get sick from contaminants. In semiconductor manufacturing, they remove contaminants from the manufacturing process to prevent defective chips, which increases yields and profits. Mailings aimed at each industry addressed these specific benefits, generating more interest and response than any generic filter advertising could.


Direct Mail Is Personal


TV is a mass medium, with every commercial reaching thousands or millions of viewers. Websites are online for all to see, not just for you. Newspapers and magazines are mass media, too, and your ad competes with all other ads in the issue for attention.


Direct mail is different. Your sales letter arrives in its own envelope, separated from other advertising messages. Even though the recipient knows it is advertising, its appearance resembles that of a personal letter, which receives a warmer reception. The letter can be written using personal pronouns (I, me, we, you), and it is signed by an individual, not a corporation. It speaks in conversational language, addressing the reader one-on-one. It can even be personalized with the recipient’s name and address, and mailed in an envelope that looks like business or personal mail.


Make your direct mail warm, human, personal, and friendly, and people respond accordingly. Direct mail achieves a level of me-to-you communication not possible in an ad, commercial, or annual report. Write your sales letters in a natural, informal style, like one good friend telling another about something interesting they want to share.


Direct Mail Is a Flexible Format


Of all the print marketing options, direct mail gives you the most flexibility in format, graphics, design, and copy. Your sales letter, for instance, can be as long or as short as you like: from one page to eight, or even more.


You can include a small pamphlet, a flier, a jumbo-size brochure, or even a poster. You can have two or more letters, multiple brochures, two or more order forms. You can place a microchip in your mailing so that when the reader opens it, they hear a spoken message or music. You can use an aromatic patch so the mailer smells of steak or flowers or perfume, or insert a packet of seeds, which causes the envelope to make noise when handled. One of my recent mailings was a brochure that, when opened, played sound from a selection of educational and promotional videos.


You can use color to get attention (try sending your letter in a bright red or jet black envelope!). You can add a third dimension by enclosing a solid object, such as a gift or product sample. The possibilities are endless. Compared with a magazine ad in which you’re confined to a 7-by-10-inch space (or less), or a banner ad, which limits you to a certain number of pixels, direct mail gives you much more freedom. This flexibility can boost your sales if you learn how to harness and use it creatively.


One extremely successful information marketer sent out a mailing asking their affiliates to help them promote their new product. Attached to the letter was a $50 bill. Did it get my attention? You bet. I felt beholden to read their letter and at least consider their offer—and in fact, I did promote the product to my email list. Fundraisers today are affixing nickels to their letters, and the coins show through a glassine window in the outer envelope.


Direct Mail Accommodates Shoestring Budgets


Direct mail can be expensive to write, design, and print, but a simple yet effective mailing can be produced on a small budget. Mailings can be complex packages with


[image: Image]  inserts and color brochures
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[image: Image]  other elaborate gimmicks.


Or you can send something much less expensive—a one-page letter in an envelope, or even a simple 3-by-5-inch postcard.


Another advantage is that you can mail as many or as few pieces as you want. When you run an ad in a magazine with a circulation of 40,000, you must pay for the privilege of reaching all 40,000 people. The magazine doesn’t lower the cost of the space simply because only a few of its readers are potential customers for your business.


With direct mail, you can control your quantities precisely and therefore your budget. For instance, say you’ve developed a one-page sales letter that costs $0.70 apiece to mail (including postage and printing). If you can afford to spend only $200, send 285 letters. Only public relations and the web rival direct mail for cost-effectiveness and ability to generate results on a limited budget. And have you looked at the cost of renting email lists lately or the charges from email distribution services and software? The idea that email marketing is free is erroneous. It may cost less than direct mail, but email is hardly free.


DRAWBACKS OF DIRECT-MAIL MARKETING


Despite these advantages, direct mail, as with every other marketing method, has its drawbacks.


Overall, even with today’s healthy response rates, rising paper, printing, postage, and list costs make it a challenge to profit from a single direct-mail package, especially when selling products directly from a one-step mailing. When you’re trying to generate leads for more expensive products, the sales potential is usually large enough that just a few sales will pay back the cost of the mailing many times over.


But direct mail used to sell low-priced consumer products via direct order has always had a slim profit margin. A slight shift in response or cost per thousand pieces mailed can quickly transform a losing package into a winner—or vice versa.


The rest of this section delves into some hard facts you should be aware of as you venture into the direct-mail marketing world. You can make a lot of money with direct mail, but there are a few negatives to keep in mind.


Increasing Postage Rates


The United States Postal Service (USPS) raises rates whenever poor management, inefficient operation, or rising operating costs create a need for a bigger revenue stream. And even though third-class bulk-rate mail is the most profitable category for the post office, it is the third-class mailers who are often hit with the biggest rate increases.


When there is a rate change, it is virtually always up. The price of postage almost never declines, with rare exception—for example, the USPS’ Every Door Direct Mail (EDDM) service, introduced in 2011, costs less in postage than standard direct mail. The EDDM service enables marketers to deliver direct mail to every household in a given zip code or town—hence the name “Every Door”—at significantly lower cost.


Thanks to a 2017 proposal from the Postal Regulatory Commission (PRC), postage rates could increase up to 40 percent during the next five years. Such a big jump could easily put smaller and marginally profitable catalogs and direct-mail marketers into the red. Higher postage rates raise direct mail’s cost per thousand, making it increasingly difficult to break even, let alone make a profit.


Rising postage costs have driven mailers to look for alternatives to the standard #10 (business envelope–size), third-class, bulk-rate direct-mail package, including double and regular postcards, trifold self-mailers, and fliers.


Increased Production Costs


The cost of production—paper and printing in particular—has increased significantly over the past decade. Mailing lists are also more expensive, especially highly targeted, specialized lists. Add higher postage, and you get a substantial increase in the cost per thousand pieces mailed. A higher cost per thousand means the mailing must generate a higher percentage response to make money.


So how do you calculate whether the direct-mail promotion cost is low enough and the product profit margin high enough to allow you to make a good profit on the mailing? A little simple math can show you how much money your direct-mail sales can bring you.


Let’s say we are sending out a direct-mail package offering an automotive toolkit that sells for $59.95. For this price, the customer gets a variety of hand tools and a free tool chest. The seller’s cost of goods is $10.


The customer also pays $9.95 shipping and handling, which just about covers those costs, so we make no profit from that portion of the sale. For each sale, we collect a net total of $59.95 from the customer. So our profit per order is $59.95 minus $10 cost of goods, or $49.95 per sale.
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